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Gender Monstrosity 
D e a d g i r l  and the sexual politics of zombie-rape 
Dr Steve Jones 
 
Introduction  
Deadgirl (2008) revolves around a group of male adolescents (JT, Rickie and 
Wheeler) who find a naked undead woman in an abandoned asylum and keep her 
as theiƌ ͞peƌsoŶal seǆ oďjeĐt.͟ GiǀeŶ that ƌape is a ĐoŵŵoŶ theŵe ǁithiŶ 
American film generally (Sarah Projansky 2001, p. 20), and the horror genre 
specifically (see Carol Clover 1993; Jacinda Read 2000), this plotline is 
unsurprising inasmuch as it belongs to an established cinematic lineage. Of 
course, that history does not make the film itself less offensive. Deadgirl has been 
justifiaďlǇ ĐhaƌaĐteƌized as ͞ŶastǇ ... [aŶd] tasteless͟ ;Peteƌ Deďƌuge 2008), 
particularly because of its sexual depictions. Deadgirl has been categorized as 
torture porn: a subgenre that has been commonly branded as bringing extreme, 
graphic, misogynistic horror into the multiplex (that is, the mainstream). Despite 
ďeiŶg offeŶsiǀe, Deadgiƌl͛s seǆual ǀioleŶĐe is thus Ŷeǀeƌtheless iŶdiĐative of what 
is representationally acceptable within contemporary popular culture. 
That acceptability is made clear by comparing Deadgirl to other recent films that 
centralize sexual violence. Movies such as A Serbian Film (2010),I Spit on Your Grave 
(2010), The Human Centipede II (Full Sequence) (2011) and The Bunny Game (2010) 
have been censored in the UK because they—unlike earlier torture porn 
 films—graphically depict sexual abuse. Deadgirl, in contrast, was not subject to 
censorship in this same context, despite its emphasis on rape. Although all of the 
films named portray bound women being sexually degraded, the central difference 
ďetǁeeŶ these filŵs aŶd Deadgiƌl is the latteƌ͛s use of the zoŵďie tƌope. Despite 
Deďƌuge͛s suggestioŶ that ƌape is a ĐoŶteŶtious theŵe ͞ƌegaƌdless of ǁhetheƌ the 
ǀiĐtiŵ happeŶs to ďe aliǀe, dead oƌ uŶdead͟ ;Deďƌuge ϮϬϬϴͿ, the lead ǀiĐtiŵ͛s 
zombidom is key to the ƌelatiǀe Đultuƌal aĐĐeptaďilitǇ of Deadgiƌl͛s seǆual ǀioleŶĐe. 
While I ĐoŶĐuƌ ǁith Deďƌuge͛s oďjeĐtion, I do not agree that we should dismiss 
Deadgirl, particularly since his statement is worth considering in-depth. The 
zombie is a disruptive figure that has been interpreted by scholars as 
denaturalizing norms, calling fundamental aspects of our social relations into 
ƋuestioŶ. Despite ďeiŶg highlǇ pƌoďleŵatiĐ, Deadgiƌl͛s offeŶsiǀeŶess ƌaises a 
number of pertinent and politically urgent questions about selfhood, gender, 
identity politics and violence. Such questions include: what exactly is being 
provoked bǇ the plot͛s ŶeĐƌophiliĐ oǀeƌtoŶes? Is Deadgiƌl a Đoƌpse ;aŶ oďjeĐtͿ, oƌ 
do her partial sentience and gender mean that Deadgirl is about rape rather than 
necrophilia? Is the zombie—an animated entity without consciousness—rapable? 
How does the gendered zombie fit into an ideologically loaded history of 
femaleness?
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It is in this light that Deadgirl will be employed as a case study, demonstrating what 
is at stake for feminism in attending to such horrific representations. I will use 
Deadgirl to explore the ways in which the animated corpse relates to hegemonic 
gender tropes (how Deadgirl is connoted as well as denoted as female), and the 
political concerns that arise from representing femaleness as sexually vulnerable 
living-death. As a starting point, the following sections will tackle the film-title͛s 
tǁiŶ eleŵeŶts: fiƌst, Deadgiƌl͛s deadŶess, aŶd seĐoŶd, heƌ feŵaleŶess. 
 
 
  
Objectionable: Zombie as (Sex) Object  
Since Deadgirl belongs to the zombie tradition, it is crucial to grasp how the film 
Ŷegotiates its heƌitage. Despite the zoŵďie͛s suƌpƌisiŶglǇ ǀaƌied foƌŵs, the 
monster is primarily defined by its undeadness: its corpse-like yet animated 
nature. Zombies are typically understood as empty blanks that lack consciousness.
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As Kevin Boon (2011, p. 54) has it, ͞the zoŵďie is iŶĐapaďle of eǆaŵiŶiŶg self. It is 
eŵptied of ďeiŶg.͟ Hoǁeǀeƌ, this aƌĐhetǇpal ǀieǁ doǁŶplaǇs hoǁ the zoŵďie has 
changed since its classic incarnations in films such as White Zombie (1932) and 
Night of the Living Dead (1968). During the 1 980s particularly, zombie fiction has 
shifted. PƌiŶĐipallǇ, hoƌƌoƌ Ŷo loŶgeƌ issues fƌoŵ the ŵoŶsteƌ͛s 
presence—manifesting the evacuated self—but instead arises from humans 
becoming zombies. That is, crossing the living/dead threshold has become 
increasingly central to zombie-horror. Emphasis is thus placed on the fragile 
life–death boundary, and the difference between those apparently dichotomous 
states. 
Zombie portrayals have also shifted accordingly. From Bub in Day of the Dead 
(1985) to the eponymous Fido (2006), zombies have become distinctly more like 
their living counterparts—subjects rather than corpses—to the point where 
zombies are frequeŶtlǇ ŵoƌe akiŶ to ͞aǀeƌage people ǁho aƌe eǆpeƌieŶĐiŶg 
ŵeŶtal aŶguish͟ thaŶ ŵiŶdless aŶiŵated flesh ;“oƌĐha Ni FhlaiŶŶ ϮϬϭϭ, p. ϭϰϬͿ. 
However, even where zombies demonstrate self-awareness, their zombidom 
ŵeaŶs theǇ aƌe still peƌĐeiǀed as ͞otheƌs͟ ďǇ their living counterparts. Zombie 
fiĐtioŶ͛s liǀiŶg ĐhaƌaĐteƌs stuďďoƌŶlǇ oǀeƌlook the possiďilitǇ of zoŵďie autoŶoŵǇ 
despite evidence to the contrary, simply because zombies are zombies. 
Deadgiƌl͛s ǁƌiteƌ, TƌeŶt Haaga, shaƌes this ǀieǁ. His atteŵpted defeŶse of Deadgiƌl 
on the filŵ͛s DVD ĐoŵŵeŶtaƌǇ ƌeǀeals his ŵisogǇŶǇ, ďut eƋuallǇ eǆposes the 
filŵ͛s ĐeŶtƌal problem: that Deadgirl is more than just a corpse. It is worth dwelling 
 on his remarks in some detail at this juŶĐtuƌe, siŶĐe Haaga͛s staŶĐe eluĐidates 
problems that arise from subjecting an explicitly gendered, living-dead being to 
sexual abuse. Haaga opens his defense by asking whether the film would offend if 
Deadgiƌl ǁeƌe ͞just a ďloď of spaĐe pƌotoplasŵ ǁith a ďuŶĐh of fuĐk holes iŶ it.͟ 
This ill-conceived comparison evinces that he considers Deadgirl to be an object, 
not even comparing her to an animal: that is, an entity able to express its 
suffering in terms we can apprehend. The flaw in his logic raises the same 
questions skirted oǀeƌ ďǇ Deďƌuge͛s ƌeǀieǁ: is a zoŵďie ;aŶ aŶiŵated ĐadaǀeƌͿ aŶ 
object or a being? As a non-conscious entity, can a zombie be thought of as 
suffering? Can the zombie consent? Can we utilize terms such as misogyny when 
dealing with the partially formed zombie-subject? To ask these questions is not 
to contemplate how we would feel were the Deadgirl to be replaced by a 
͞ďloď,͟ ďut hoǁ ǁe ǁould feel if she were replaced by a non-animated corpse. 
Despite Haaga͛s pƌotests, a filŵ iŶ ǁhiĐh a feŵale Đadaǀeƌ ǁas seǆuallǇ ŵolested ďǇ 
male teenagers would surely be perceived as being about violation. 
Otheƌ pƌoďleŵs aƌise fƌoŵ Haaga͛s ĐoŶĐeptioŶ of ͞fuĐk holes.͟ It is uŶĐleaƌ hoǁ 
we can tell that the holes were designed to be fucked. Haaga places the ability 
to define function with the fucker, rather than the fuckee to whom the orifices 
ďeloŶg. These ͞fuĐk holes͟ ŵatteƌ, siŶĐe geŶdeƌ is the pƌiŵaƌǇ ideŶtitǇ eleŵeŶt 
that marks Deadgirl as a subject rather than just an object. It matters that 
Deadgirl is almost entirely focused on male agency, which is manifested as 
sexual violence. Indeed, Deadgiƌl͛s plot ŵakes it Đleaƌ that Deadgiƌl͛s geŶdeƌ 
cannot be ignored. Not only is her sex prioritized in the title of the film, it is the 
laďel that defiŶes heƌ. “he is oŶlǇ eǀeƌ ƌefeƌƌed to as ͞Deadgiƌl.͟ Moƌeoǀeƌ, the 
protagonists rape her because she is feŵale. Afteƌ the teeŶs ƌealize Deadgiƌl͛s 
bite can create more zombies, Dwyer (a male jock) is bitten, meaning he 
becomes undead. The protagonists then seek a female to abduct in order to 
Đƌeate a Ŷeǁ seǆ slaǀe. If Haaga͛s comparison with a blob were accurate, Dwyer 
should have been chained up and abused, siŶĐe he also has ͞fuĐk holes.͟ IŶ 
 neglecting the potentials of zombie-subjectivity, Haaga ignores that there is a 
history attached to representations of the female body: that women have been 
subordinated by men, perceived as animalistic, or as represented as simply 
͞fuĐk holes.͟ 
The geŶdeƌ ďias is eǀideŶt iŶ the ĐoŶtiŶuatioŶ of Haaga͛s defeŶse: 
in a Saw movie you can take a real living breathing woman . . . and scalp 
heƌ ǁhile she͛s screaming for her life and then kill her and it ͛s like, all 
good fun . . . you have a zombie girl that these guys fuck, and it
͛
s not like 
you
͛
re taking a blowtorch to her nipples or pliers to her vagina.  
At this poiŶt, aŶotheƌ Đƌeǁ ŵeŵďeƌ ĐaŶŶot help ďut poiŶt out Haaga͛s 
hǇpoĐƌisǇ, ƌetoƌtiŶg ͞Ǉou͛ƌe just shootiŶg heƌ aŶd pokiŶg heƌ holes aŶd haǀiŶg 
seǆ ǁith theŵ.͟ Not only does Haaga miss the point that, unlike Deadgirl, Saw 
balances its victim-ďase͛s gender mix, he also fails to observe that his plot 
revolves around male sexual violation of the female body exclusively, to the 
extent that any open orifice—even a bullet wound—will suffice, so long as it is a 
female body that is penetrated. His comment fails to acknowledge that rape is a 
hideous crime. It is not necessary to couple rape with other forms of genital 
violence in order to make it unacceptable. Promoting an ethos where such 
attitudes and deeds are tolerable, especially within mainstream popular culture, 
is a distinctly dangerous pƌopositioŶ. ͞The poiŶt,͟ aĐĐoƌdiŶg to Haaga, is 
appaƌeŶtlǇ that ͞Ǉou͛ƌe Ŷot gettiŶg off oŶ toƌtuƌe, Ǉou͛ƌe usiŶg heƌ as a seǆ 
oďjeĐt.͟ Since Haaga sees nothing wrong with this statement, I am unable to 
defend the film against accusations of misogyny, at least in relation to authorial 
intent. However, I do wish to explore the implications arising from this 
objectification. 
 
 Zombie-Rape versus Necrophilia 
Haaga discusses Deadgirl as if it is a necrophilic narrative. Contemplating the 
differences between the raped zombie and a sexually violated non-animate corpse 
usefully draws attention to the problems at hand, particularly those arising from 
the acceptability of its gender representations, both for Haaga and for censorship 
bodies such as the BBFC. Comparing zombie-rape to necrophilia makes it clear 
that the zombie, unlike the corpse, has subjectivity. The contrast also delineates 
the teƌŵs of Deadgiƌl͛s offeŶsiǀeŶess. Deadgiƌl͛s eǀideŶt seŶtieŶĐe ŵakes the 
filŵ͛s ƌepƌeseŶtatioŶs espeĐiallǇ offeŶsiǀe aŶd hoƌƌifiĐ. 
The zoŵďie͛s aŶiŵated-death amplifies the fascinating repulsiveness associated 
with corpses. The cadaver is neither strictly object nor person, inasmuch as it 
does not entirely lose its person-ness to object-ness in death, especially for the 
depaƌted͛s loǀed oŶes. This goes soŵe ǁaǇ toǁaƌds eǆplaiŶiŶg ǁhǇ ŶeĐƌophilia is 
associated with defilement and violation. Necrophilia seeks to bridge that gap by 
͞ĐoŶǀeƌt[iŶg] a suďjeĐt that has ďeĐoŵe aŶ oďjeĐt ďaĐk iŶto a suďjeĐt agaiŶ͟ ;“Đott 
Dudley 1999, p. 289; see also Patricia Maccormack 2008, p. 118), yet this ultimately 
stƌesses the Đoƌpse͛s oďjeĐt-Ŷess, siŶĐe the ŶeĐƌophiliaĐ͛s desire is projected onto 
the cadaver. The zombie, on the other hand, lays some claim to 
autonomy—however partial—since they express desires (chiefly, anthropophagical) 
of their own. Zombie-rape involves a powered relationship then, since the 
zoŵďie͛s desiƌes aƌe Ŷegated, aŶd the ǀiolatoƌ͛s aƌe pƌioƌitized. This poǁeƌ ďias is 
eǀiŶĐed ďǇ the ƌapist͛s peƌĐeptioŶ that oŶlǇ theiƌ desiƌe is a ǀalid eǆpƌessioŶ of 
subjectivity. 
In this sense, the attacker does not consider the zombie violatable; that is, able to 
refuse consent. MacCormack (2008, p. 119) contends that necrophilia is outlawed 
because ǁe ͞iŶǀest the Đadaǀeƌ ǁith ǀolitioŶ, thus iŶ ŶeĐƌophilia the Đoƌpse is a 
ǀiĐtiŵ of ƌape agaiŶst its ͚ǁill͛.͟ Yet, ďeĐause zoŵďies aƌe aďle to eǆpƌess theiƌ 
non-consent, they are more comparable to sub-human beings rather than objects 
 per se. While Joanna Bourke aǀeƌs that soŵe ͞people aƌe deeŵed to ďe uŶaďle to 
consent to sexual intercourse in the first place . . . Slaves, for instance, were 
simply not human enough for the concept of ͚ĐoŶseŶt͛ to ďe ƌeleǀaŶt͟—leading 
heƌ to ĐoŶĐlude that ͞theǇ ǁeƌe [peƌĐeiǀed as] iŶheƌeŶtlǇ ƌapaďle͟ ;ϮϬϬϳ, p. ϳϲ; see 
also Donald Levy 1980, p. 1 95)
3—it is worth noting that this final phrase 
emphasizes power-bias: it is the violator that decides if the subject is rapable. 
This power is converted into pleasure. It is hard to imagine the victimizer viewing 
such victims as objects. In the case described by Bourke, as well as in 
zombie-rape, the victim is cognizant of and makes the violator aware of their 
violation. In both cases, the violator may only seek to justify the violation by 
foĐusiŶg oŶ: ;aͿ the ǀiĐtiŵ͛s iŶaďilitǇ to pƌotest; ;ďͿ theiƌ peƌĐeptioŶ that aŶǇ 
protest matters far less than their own pleasure; their pleasure in specifically 
defiling the victim (taking pleasure from the protest); or the knowledge that no 
repercussions will result from their action (the victim does not ͚ŵatteƌ͛ iŶ a soĐial 
sense, or lacks rights). Indeed, Joseph J. Berest suggests that despite the Đoƌpse͛s 
inability to remonstrate against its defileŵeŶt, ŶeĐƌophilia is fouŶded oŶ ͞seǆual 
pleasuƌe [deƌiǀed] fƌoŵ iŶfliĐtiŶg phǇsiĐal oƌ ŵeŶtal paiŶ oŶ otheƌs͟ ;ŶaŵelǇ the 
living relatives of the deceased (1970, p. 210); see also Robert C. Solomon (1974, p. 
344)). Even ŶeĐƌophilia theƌefoƌe hiŶges oŶ the ǀiolatoƌ͛s poǁeƌed iŶfliĐtioŶ of 
suffering. 
Defined in these terms, it is little wonder that Deadgirl is sadistic in tone. When 
Dwyer asks ͞ǁhǇ is she all tied up aŶd ďeat up aŶd shit?,͟ JT ƌespoŶds ͞ďeĐause 
that͛s the ǁaǇ she likes it.͟ IŶ oŶe seŶse, the illusioŶ of ĐoŶseŶt is fosteƌed ďǇ the 
fact that unlike a corpse Deadgiƌl ƌespoŶds to touĐh. JT Ŷotes that it is ͞fuĐked up͟ 
that she reacts when he touches her thigh. In another sense, JT recognizes that 
the sexual behaviors he employs are explicitly violent. He is thus aware that she 
suffers, and justifies his own desire and lack of empathy by deeming that her 
iŶaďilitǇ to ͞saǇ Ŷo͟ sigŶals her consent. Notably, this is a prevalent defense 
evoked in rape rhetoric (see Bourke 2007, p. 50; Susan Caringella 2009, pp. 
 126–132; Stephen J. Schulhofer 1992). 
Moreover, Wheeleƌ ĐaŶŶot help ďut poŶdeƌ Deadgiƌl͛s past, askiŶg hoǁ she got 
there aŶd ǁho she ǁas ;iŶ the past teŶseͿ. Despite JT telliŶg hiŵ to ͞shut up͟—so 
as not to personalize her—Wheeler describes her as human. JT shares this 
conception of their ͞fuĐk slaǀe͟ iŶ his desĐƌiptioŶ of Deadgiƌl as ͞uŶǁilliŶg ďut 
aďle.͟ To allot uŶǁilliŶgŶess to aŶ object is to de-objectify, recognizing her will as 
that which can be violated. This corpse is able to make her non-consent known, 
even if she lacks the capacity to verbalize her protest. 
͞NeĐƌophiliĐs,͟—ǁho aƌe pƌesuŵed to ďe ŵale iŶ Beatƌiz DujoǀŶe͛s assessŵeŶt— 
͞ǀieǁ the Đoƌpse as a safe oďjeĐt that offeƌs Ŷeitheƌ ƌesistaŶĐe Ŷoƌ oppositioŶ, 
eliminates all ƌisks of ƌejeĐtioŶ aŶd ƌetaliatioŶ͟ (Beatriz E. Dujovne 2004, p. 635). 
Deadgirl, in contrast, makes her resistance clear inasmuch as she tries to escape, 
sĐƌatĐhiŶg JT͛s faĐe ǁheŶ ‘iĐkie releases her arm. Her zombidom therefore 
partially fulfills the necrophilic fantasy that her non-assent does not matter. Yet 
zombification also permits Deadgirl to express her suffering for the film-viewer, 
ǁho ĐaŶ judge the ŵale teeŶs͛ aĐtioŶs as ƌape. The zoŵďie ŵotif theƌefoƌe alloǁs 
us to empathize directly with Deadgirl in ways that would not be possible if she 
were inanimate, despite her animalism and monstrosity. Regardless of the fact 
that Deadgirl is presented as sexually horrific from the moment they discover her 
and label her in these terms, her monstrousness fractures rather than fixes those 
associations. 
Haaga suggests that Deadgiƌl͛s ŵoƌal aŵďiguitǇ is ĐeŶteƌed oŶ the ǀieǁeƌ askiŶg 
ǁhetheƌ theǇ aƌe ͞JT oƌ ‘iĐkie͟ ;oƌ ͞pƌoďaďlǇ͟ a ďit of ďothͿ. This ƋuestioŶ is a 
by-product of his male-oriented focus. We should also be imagining what it is to 
be Deadgiƌl. Theƌe is a distiŶĐt laĐk of eŵpathǇ foƌ Deadgiƌl iŶ Haaga͛s 
supposition, which brushes over how Đoŵpleǆ the zoŵďie͛s ƌelatioŶship ǁith 
oďjeĐtŶess is. MuĐh like Bouƌke͛s slaǀe-rapist case, power is revealed by perceptual 
bias. Despite Haaga and the filŵ͛s ĐhaƌaĐteƌs aĐtiŶg as if Deadgiƌl is a Đoƌpse 
 rather than a subject, her sentience clearly matters. The root-poiŶt of Deadgiƌl͛s 
subjectivity is the identity facet by which her violators define her: that she is 
female. Discussions of zombie-autonomy tend to focus on the living/dead binary: 
oŶ ͞eǆisteŶtial aŶǆietǇ ;that oŶe should ĐoŶtiŶue to liǀe, ďut ďe ŶothiŶgͿ͟ ;NiĐk 
Muntean 2011, p. 84). Yet this means the powered, socio-political implications of 
zombie-autonomy are frequently overlooked. Some humans face precisely that 
kiŶd of eǆisteŶĐe; liǀiŶg, ďut ďeiŶg tƌeated as if theǇ aƌe oďjeĐts. Deadgiƌl͛s 
cumulative message is that women are one such grouping. 
 
ǲFuck Slaveǳ: Women and Zombies as Gendered ǲObjectsǳ  
While the zoŵďie sǇŵďolizes ͞ŵoŶstƌous otheƌŶess͟ ;BooŶ ϮϬϭϭ, p. ϱϬͿ, little 
scholarly attention has been paid to zombie-gender in this respect. Contra to 
MaĐCoƌŵaĐk͛s ;ϮϬϬϴ, p. ϭϬϰͿ asseƌtioŶ that ͞zoŵďies aƌe ďodies, ŶothiŶg ŵoƌe,͟ 
having ͞Ŷo ƌaĐe, Ŷo geŶdeƌ, Ŷo seǆualitǇ,͟ zoŵďies haǀe ďeeŶ iŶĐƌeasiŶglǇ 
positioned in gendered roles. These range from Bud, the horny male zombie of 
C.H.U.D. 2 (1989), and Flesh Eating Motheƌs͛ uŶdead ŵatƌiaƌĐhs ;ϭϵϴϴͿ, to 
BƌaiŶdead͛s seǆuallǇ aĐtiǀe pƌiest aŶd Ŷuƌse zoŵďies ;ϭϵϵϮͿ, aŶd the titulaƌ 
Zombie Strippers (2008). The recent rise in zombie porn— including Porn of the 
Dead (2006) and Dawna of the Dead (2010)—further attests to the contemporary 
zoŵďie͛s geŶdeƌiŶg. It is surprising that this trend has been overlooked by 
sĐholaƌs, Ŷot oŶlǇ ďeĐause populaƌ hoƌƌoƌ͛s geŶdeƌ politiĐs haǀe ďeeŶ the suďjeĐt 
of close academic scrutiny (see, for example, Clover 1993; Barbara Creed 1993), but 
also because zombidom is such an apt metaphor for female oppression. When 
gendered female, the undead fittingly symbolize this discursive history of 
femininity under patriarchy. 
Deadgiƌl͛s geŶdeƌ poiŶts toǁaƌds ďƌoad political horrors that are pertinent to 
representational issues both in and beyond the horror genre. Portrayals of the 
female body are inextricable from the socio-cultural history that has connected 
 the female body to an ideological value system. The body is a ͞soĐiallǇ iŶsĐƌiďed 
suƌfaĐe͟ ;Aǀƌil HoƌŶeƌ & AŶgela Keane 2000, p. 2), and thus Elisabeth Bronfen has 
argued that the body has been framed as a site of politiĐal ĐoŶtestatioŶ, ͞iŶǀolǀiŶg 
the distinction between masculinity and femininity, but also . . . where to draw the 
liŶe ďetǁeeŶ the liǀiŶg aŶd the dead͟ ;ϮϬϬϬ, p. ϭϭϮ; italiĐs mine). The gendered 
zombie is an apposite cipher for this history then, particularly because it refuses to 
die. 
The geŶdeƌed hieƌaƌĐhǇ of ͞ďodiliŶess͟ itself ƌeǀeals a poǁeƌ ďias. ͞[M]iŶd/ďodǇ 
dualisŵ͟ situates ͞ŵales [as] the guaƌdiaŶs of Đultuƌe aŶd thiŶgs of the ŵiŶd,͟ 
ǁhile ͞assoĐiat[iŶg] feŵales ǁith the fƌailties aŶd ĐoŶtiŶgeŶĐies of the ŵoƌtal 
ďodǇ͟ ;LoŶda “ĐhieďiŶgeƌ ϮϬϬϬ, p. ϭͿ. BiologiĐal diffeƌeŶĐes ďetǁeeŶ ŵales and 
females have been dwelt upon to signify their behavioral differences (see 
Schiebinger 2000, p. 25), and feminists have responded that such moves have 
ďeeŶ used to ͞justifǇ geŶdeƌ iŶeƋualitǇ,͟ both culturally and legally (Dawn H. 
Currie & Valerie Raoul 1992, pp. 1 –8; see also Elizabeth Grosz 1994, pp. 155–156). 
͞[A]dult ǁoŵeŶ͟ haǀe thus ďeeŶ disĐuƌsiǀelǇ situated as ͞ŵoƌe submissive, less 
iŶdepeŶdeŶt . . . ŵoƌe easilǇ iŶflueŶĐed . . . [aŶd] less oďjeĐtiǀe͟ thaŶ theiƌ male 
counterparts (Jane M. Ussher 1989, p. 73), because they have been 
͞ĐoŶĐeptualized as ďeiŶg ƌuled ďǇ theiƌ . . . uŶstaďle aŶd iŶheƌeŶtlǇ ǁeak͟ ďodies 
(Ussher 1989, p. 1; see also Margrit Shildrick 2002, p. 36). The similarity between 
these misogynistic conceptions of the female body and the zoŵďie͛s uŶsteadǇ 
corporeality—which is in a state of degeneration, which is exposed and 
vulnerable, which is treated as object (lacking in sentient salient 
consciousness)—are too politically pertinent to ignore.4 
Patriarchal perspectives have associated femaleness with bodiliness in a manner 
that ĐoŶĐeiǀes the feŵale ďodǇ as fulfilliŶg a fuŶĐtioŶ: ďeiŶg ͞foƌ seǆ.͟ Deadgiƌl͛s 
protagonists manifest that stance. Lead rapist, JT, views Deadgirl as a beast who 
͞tƌied to bite like a wild fuĐkiŶ͛ dog͟ iŶstead of sĐƌeaŵiŶg ;that is, aƌtiĐulatiŶg 
eŵotioŶ iŶ a huŵaŶ ŵaŶŶeƌͿ. The feŵale zoŵďie͛s ŵoŶstƌousŶess theƌeďǇ 
 concretizes discourses that have been employed to suggest that women are 
͞aŶiŵalistiĐ,͟ oƌ laĐkiŶg iŶ ƌatioŶal control. This discourse is also bound into sex 
inasmuch as women are presumed to be unable to control their bodily urges. 
Deadgiƌl͛s fuŶĐtioŶ, aĐĐoƌdiŶg to the ŵale teen protagonists, is precisely defined 
iŶ this ǁaǇ. Heƌ ďitiŶg iŶdiĐates that ͞ǁoŵeŶ͛s seǆualitǇ is daŶgeƌous aŶd 
thƌeateŶiŶg͟ ;Ussheƌ ϭϵϴϵ, pp. ϯ aŶd ϭϱͿ, aŶd Ŷeeds taŵiŶg. Deadgiƌl is 
positioned as subjugated sex-object in accordance with those values. As Mary 
PooǀeǇ has it, ͞as aŶ incipiently sexual creature, woman is always [envisaged as] a 
seǆual ƌesouƌĐe͟ ďǇ ŵeŶ: this is exactly how Deadgirl is represented. Moreover, 
PooǀeǇ͛s asseƌtioŶ that ͞this ŵoǀe . . . entails separating female feeling from 
ĐoŶsĐiousŶess͟ ;MaƌǇ PooǀeǇ ϭϵϵϬ, p. ϯϲͿ fuƌtheƌ evinces the connection 
ďetǁeeŶ zoŵďidoŵ͛s tƌopes aŶd disĐouƌses of feŵale suďoƌdiŶatioŶ. 
That female sexuality is conceived as at once passive/objectifiable and 
active/monstrous in this way augments the complications arising from treating 
the zombie as a necrophilic sex-object. The male teens initially characterize 
Deadgirl as an object, JT suggesting that they ĐaŶ ͞leaǀe heƌ . . . destƌoǇ heƌ͟ oƌ 
͞keep heƌ.͟ Wheeleƌ aŶd JT ƌefeƌ to Deadgiƌl Ŷuŵeƌous tiŵes as ͞it,͟ tƌeatiŶg heƌ 
as a possession. It is ambiguous whether this is the case because she is undead, 
because she is female, or simply because they have claiŵed ;aŶd thus ͞oǁŶ͟Ϳ 
heƌ. Moƌeoǀeƌ, afteƌ she is daŵaged ďǇ JohŶŶǇ͛s beating, JT tapes a photograph 
of a ŵodel oǀeƌ heƌ faĐe ;so he ĐaŶ ͞get it up͟Ϳ. The ǀioleŶĐe of that displacement 
is uŶdeƌliŶed ǁheŶ JT lodges a kŶife iŶto Deadgiƌl͛s head as he deĐlaƌes that he 
ǁill ƌeplaĐe heƌ. As he tƌies to ͞fiǆ heƌ up͟ ǁith lipstiĐk to ĐoŶĐeal the damage 
done to her face, she kills the wild dog that inhabits the sanatorium. Her mouth is 
ƌesultaŶtlǇ sŵeaƌed iŶ ďlood. JT͛s Ŷoƌŵalized ŵode of oďjeĐtifiĐatioŶ ;ĐoǀeƌiŶg 
her face with make-up) thus cannot obscure—and is itself rendered invisible 
by—the violence ensuing from her imprisonment. 
Objectification is thereby manifested as gendered, sexual violence. JT proscribes 
a fuŶĐtioŶ to Deadgiƌl͛s iŶfeĐted ďullet ǁouŶds that evidences his view that the 
 feŵale ďodǇ is liteƌallǇ ĐoŶstituted ďǇ a seƌies of ͞fuĐk holes.͟ FolloǁiŶg his 
ĐoŵplaiŶt that heƌ uŶdead ǀagiŶa is too dƌǇ ;͞gotta get soŵe luďe oƌ soŵethiŶg 
iŶ theƌe͟Ϳ, JT Ŷotes that Deadgiƌl͛s puss-filled ǁouŶds aƌe ͞ǁaƌŵ aŶd ǁet,͟ aŶd 
thus are suitable orifices for violation. The physical damage done to her body is 
thus paralleled by symbolic—and equally gendered—forms of violence. Both of 
these forms are eroticized by the teens. 
Deadgiƌl is ďoth ͞a ŵoŶsteƌ͟ ;ageŶtͿ aŶd ͞hot pussǇ͟ ;oďjeĐtͿ to JT. The feŵale 
zombie qua zombie evokes the paradoxical roles women are required to fulfill 
by patriarchy. Simultaneously repellant and alluring to the men who define them, 
women are eǆpeĐted to ďe ďoth ͞the puƌe, ǀiƌgiŶal, ͚good͛ ǁoŵaŶ . . . unspoiled 
by sex or sin [and] . . . the ǁhoƌe, ĐoŶsuŵed ďǇ desiƌes of the flesh͟ ;Ussheƌ ϭϵϴϵ, 
p. 14). In Deadgirl, these states aƌe ŵaŶifested ďǇ the ǇiŶ aŶd ǇaŶg of the filŵ͛s 
two central females, Deadgirl and Joann. JoaŶŶ is pƌeseŶted as ‘iĐkie͛s love 
iŶteƌest ;͞puƌe͟Ϳ, ŵiƌƌoƌed ďǇ JT͛s iŶteƌaĐtioŶs ǁith Deadgiƌl as seǆ-object 
;͞ŵoŶstƌous͟Ϳ. Hoǁeǀeƌ, the Ŷaƌƌatiǀe poƌtƌaǇs these as iŶteƌĐhaŶgeaďle states. 
IŶ ‘iĐkie͛s ŵastuƌďatoƌǇ faŶtasǇ, he fiŶds Deadgiƌl͛s ŵoŶstƌosity—signified by 
her growling and snapping—to ďe as fasĐiŶatiŶg as JoaŶŶ͛s ǀiƌtuousŶess. While 
Deadgirl is depicted in darkness and is ferocious, Joann is envisaged in sunlight, 
ďeiŶg tiŵid aŶd sǁeet iŶ ‘iĐkie͛s dƌeaŵ. These aƌe ƌepƌeseŶted as the tǁo ƌoles 
women can occupy, both being defined by male desires. That paradox is echoed 
iŶ the filŵ͛s ambivalent attitude towards Deadgirl herself. Phillip Blackford, 
Deadgiƌl͛s post-production sound-designer, refers to the recurring piano motif as 
a ͞siƌeŶ soŶg, ĐalliŶg [‘iĐkie] ďaĐk doǁŶ͟ to the Deadgirl (DVD commentary), 
marking Deadgirl as a sexual temptress, despite the facts of her imprisonment 
and voicelessness. 
Even when desired and submissive then, the female body is presented as a site of 
horror for men (Simon Clark 2006, p. 203; Creed 1993, pp. 105–121; Elizabeth 
Grosz 1995, p. 293). This is evident in Deadgirl, but the film hypostatizes biases 
that have been prevalent for centuries. These discourses of disgust and desire 
 have been maintained by ideological institutions as well as cultural 
ƌepƌeseŶtatioŶs. The feŵale ďodǇ͛s ͞hoƌƌoƌs͟ aƌe iŵďued ǁith politiĐal 
significance by that history. Scrutinizing the contradictions arising within those 
representations exposes the instability of discourses that naturalize socio-political 
bias. The gendered zombie urgently requires attention from feminist scholars since 
the trope draws on highly problematic connections between gender 
suďoƌdiŶatioŶ͛s histoƌǇ aŶd the zoŵďie͛s ŵiŶdless-monstrousness. 
 
Monstrous-Masculine: Becoming a ǲManǳ Through Sexual Violence  
The discovery of Deadgirl in an abandoned asylum echoes a very real oppression of 
feŵale fƌeedoŵ; ͞[a]s ŶiŶeteeŶth-century women became increasingly vocal about their 
disĐoŶteŶt theiƌ [ŵale] doĐtoƌs ďegaŶ to͟ applǇ diagŶoses of ͞hǇsteƌia aŶd ŶeuƌastheŶia . . . 
to eǀeƌǇ ǁoŵaŶ ǁho spoke of ǁoŵeŶ͛s ƌights oƌ ǁho atteŵpted aŶ iŶdepeŶdeŶt aĐt͟ 
(Ussher 1989, p. 138; see also Schiebinger 2000, p.26). This historical subjugation is paralleled 
by and reified in a contemporary setting via the female zombie—viewed as monster by 
the males that dominate the narrative—who is chained down, raped and beaten. 
Yet the asylum also symbolizes social sickness, indicating that some behaviors, at certain 
junctures in history, are perceived as contravening normative standards. That oppression, in 
turn, reveals that our moral and behavioral practices are constructions. Oppression 
resounds ǁith the pƌeseŶĐe of the zoŵďie itself: ͞the UŶdead Đoƌpse is the Ŷeŵesis, ďut also 
the product, of a ƌepƌessiǀe ĐiǀilizatioŶ͟ ;Claƌk ϮϬϬϲ, p. ϭϵϵ, eŵphasis ŵiŶeͿ. While the 
implications of this history are clear—that women have been, and are still oppressed by 
patriarchy—by foregrounding male interactions, the film also delineates the pressures that 
burden males. That is, the same order of patriarchy requires them to become (ideologically 
ĐoŶstƌuĐtedͿ ͞ŵeŶ.͟ 
IŶ that seŶse, ŵasĐuliŶitǇ͛s Ŷoƌŵatiǀe iŶǀisiďilitǇ ;MaĐĐoƌŵaĐk ϮϬϬϴ, p. ϭϯϬͿ is eǆposed 
foƌ iŶspeĐtioŶ, aŶd eƋuallǇ ƌeƋuiƌes atteŶtioŶ. Deadgiƌl͛s eǆteƌioƌ ŵoŶstƌositǇ ŵisdiƌeĐts. 
The Ŷaƌƌatiǀe Ŷegotiates a sǁitĐh ǁheƌeďǇ the appaƌeŶtlǇ ͞Ŷatuƌal͟ ideological 
connection constructed between the female body and horror is fractured. Deadgirl 
 reflects (in extremis) the discursive history of sexualization, passivity and monstrosity that 
has been used to subjugate women. The male teens represent the parallel strand of that 
history: men are portrayed as callous rapists, defined by the violence they do to women. 
The masculine norms the teens embody—which are associated with patriarchal 
domination—are rendered abnormal by zombie-ƌape͛s ŶeĐƌophiliĐ oǀeƌtoŶes. The zoŵďie͛s 
status as passive sex-object combined with the inequality the gendered zombie symbolizes 
ŵaƌks the teeŶs͛ ǀeƌsioŶ of ŵaleŶess as Ŷoƌŵatiǀe, Ǉet siŵultaŶeouslǇ ƌepelleŶt. While it is 
Đleaƌ that the Ŷaƌƌatiǀe͛s attitude toǁaƌds ǁoŵeŶ is ŵisogǇŶistiĐ, uŶderstanding precisely 
ǁhat Deadgiƌl sǇŵďolizes ŵakes it diffiĐult to ideŶtifǇǁith the teeŶs͛ eƌotiĐizatioŶ of heƌ 
body. We are left with the horror that Deadgirl is an erotic object only because she 
epitomizes powerlessness. The female zombie reifies oppressive gender discourses, creating 
a fissure in the relationship between representation and encoded meaning. Resolving the 
horror involves rejecting the sadistic, one-dimensional male viewpoints that the narrative 
foregrounds. 
Viewed from this angle, it is clear that the male teens become increasingly abhorrent the 
more they revel in rape. Wheeler, for example, fondles Joann while she is still 
human/alive. He loses sight of the apparent difference between Deadgirl and living 
females, envisaging all women as his sex-captives. Presenting sex as monstrous then (even 
if only because it involves zombies) challenges assumptions regarding normative 
heterosexual male attitudes to sex, suggesting that given the chance and a lack of 
inhibitory factors, the average teenage male would commit rape. This representation 
ŵaŶifests ǁhat ‘oďeƌt JeŶseŶ desĐƌiďes as ͞doŵiŶaŶt ŵasĐuliŶitǇ,͟ ǁhiĐh is pƌiŵed to ďe 
mob-like, ͞ƌeadǇ to ƌape,͟ aŶd is ͞Ŷuŵďed, disĐoŶŶeĐted, shut-doǁŶ͟ ;ϮϬϬϳ, pp. ϭ aŶd ϭϴϱͿ. 
The faĐt that all of the filŵ͛s ĐeŶtƌal ŵale teeŶs eŶgage iŶ zoŵďie-rape suggests that they 
are not a perverse minority, but the logical product of prevalent social pressures. In that 
sense, films such as Deadgirl implicate the viewer (male or female) as part of an ideological 
system producing such attitudes in young people: our unspoken complicity supports these 
social biases.
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This, ƌatheƌ thaŶ Deadgiƌl, is the Ŷaƌƌatiǀe͛s tƌue site of hoƌƌoƌ. Although Đallous, psǇĐhotiĐ 
aŶd depƌaǀed, the teeŶs aƌe also ƌepƌeseŶted as ͞eǀeƌǇdaǇ͟ ďoǇs. While this means 
͞Ŷoƌŵatiǀe͟ seǆual ƌelatioŶships aŶd iŶeƋualities are placed under scrutiny, the very 
 acceptability of those behaviors in the diegetic context is disturbing. The narrative does not 
pƌeseŶt the teeŶs͛ aĐtioŶs as pateŶtlǇ iŵŵoƌal, ǁhile the teeŶs͛ ŶoƌŵatiǀitǇ iŵpliĐates ŵale 
sexual fantasy generally as ǀioleŶt aŶd fouŶded oŶ iŶeƋualitǇ. BeĐause the teeŶs͛ ŵotiǀes 
are uncannily in keeping with ideologies that seek to maintain masculine hegemony, it is 
that doŵiŶaŶĐe that is ultiŵatelǇ ĐƌitiƋued as ͞aďŶoƌŵal.͟ ‘iĐkie aŶd JohŶŶǇ͛s atteŵpts 
to play-to-type—peƌfoƌŵiŶg the ƌole of ͞heƌo͟ to JoaŶŶ͛s ͞daŵsel iŶ distƌess͟—are thus 
distuƌďed ďǇ JoaŶŶ͛s ƌespoŶses to theiƌ attitudes. WheŶ JohŶŶǇ ďeats ‘iĐkie, he pƌoĐlaiŵs 
to JoaŶŶ that he has eŶaĐted ǀioleŶĐe iŶ heƌ Ŷaŵe: ͞Đoŵe oŶ ďaďǇ, I͛ŵ just defeŶdiŶg Ǉouƌ 
honoƌ.͟ JoaŶŶ, disgusted ďǇ ďoth paƌties͛ ŵaĐho postuƌiŶg ƌetoƌts, ͞Ǉou͛ƌe just ďeiŶg aŶ 
asshole.͟ EƋuallǇ, ǁheŶ ‘iĐkie deĐlaƌes his loǀe foƌ JoaŶŶ iŶ heƌ thƌoes of death, she ƌeplies 
;Ƌuite ƌeasoŶaďlǇ, if a little ďluŶtlǇͿ, ͞fuĐkiŶg gƌoǁ up.͟ “iŶĐe the Ŷaƌƌative arc presents a 
journey into manhood, this is precisely what Rickie does. 
Manhood is defined—both by Jensen (2007) and in Deadgirl—by the pressure to assert 
seǆual doŵiŶaŶĐe oǀeƌ ǁoŵeŶ. IŶdeed, Jaŵes W. MesseƌsĐhŵidt͛s ;ϮϬϬϬͿ studǇ of 
adolescent male sexual violence perpetrators highlights that their criminal behaviors are 
ŵotiǀated ďǇ soĐial pƌessuƌes assoĐiated ǁith ŵasĐuliŶizatioŶ. ‘iĐkie͛s jouƌŶeǇ iŶto 
ŵaŶhood thus ƌeƋuiƌes that he foƌsake his dƌeaŵ of ďeiŶg JoaŶŶ͛s ďoǇfƌieŶd, aŶd iŶstead 
seek to domiŶate heƌ. This ĐhoiĐe is liteƌalized iŶ the filŵ͛s Đliŵaǆ ǁheƌe JT asks ‘iĐkie to 
tuƌŶ JoaŶŶ iŶto the Ŷeǆt Deadgiƌl: ͞Ǉou doŶ͛t haǀe to ďe the ŶiĐe guǇ doǁŶ heƌe . . . Ǉou 
ǁaŶt ǁhat should haǀe ďeeŶ Ǉouƌs a loŶg tiŵe ago.͟ ‘iĐkie is giǀeŶ ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ to 
Đhoose, aŶd the filŵ͛s fiŶal shot of JoaŶŶ, ǀaĐaŶtlǇ ƌed-eyed and bound to the asylum bed, 
attests to ‘iĐkie͛s deĐisioŶ to ͞gƌoǁ up,͟ oƌ ͞ŵaŶ-up͟ as JT puts it. 
UŶdeƌsĐoƌiŶg the ŵales͛ Ǉouth fƌaŵes theŵ as poǁeƌless. “eǆual doŵiŶatioŶ is the 
͞solutioŶ͟ that alloǁs theŵ to attaiŶ illusoƌǇ ĐoŶtƌol. Faƌ fƌoŵ ďeiŶg ͞ŵeŶ͟ hoǁeǀeƌ, the 
ĐeŶtƌal teeŶs͛ ŵasĐuliŶe postuƌiŶg ƌeǀeals oŶlǇ theiƌ iŵŵatuƌitǇ. JT͛s ĐhildishŶess is 
sigŶaled ǁheŶ he, afteƌ ďeĐoŵiŶg a ƌapist aŶd aďduĐtoƌ, ƌeƋuests ͞just doŶ͛t tell ŵǇ 
grandma okaǇ?͟ as he ďleeds to death. Moƌeoǀeƌ, ‘iĐkie͛s oďsessioŶ ǁith JoaŶŶ is 
characterized as infantile. He is said to have been obsessed with her since they shared a kiss 
iŶ ͞fouƌth gƌade͟ ;heŶĐe ǁhǇ she deĐlaƌes he should ͞gƌoǁ up͟Ϳ. 
Rickie spends the narrative in flux between states of masculinity. He represents both the 
passivity associated with boyishness, and the ubiquitous notion that men are expected to 
 act like sexual brutes. This pressure is elucidated when an apprehensive Johnny is goaded 
iŶto oƌallǇ ǀiolatiŶg Deadgiƌl ďǇ JT aŶd ‘iĐkie. WheŶ he agƌees to ƌape, JohŶŶǇ͛s ŵasĐuliŶitǇ 
is positiǀelǇ ƌeiŶfoƌĐed ďǇ DǁǇeƌ͛s ƌepeated deĐlaƌatioŶ ͞Ǉou͛ƌe the ŵaŶ JohŶŶǇ.͟ The 
young males thus define each other via seǆ ;ǁhetheƌ theǇ aƌe ͞gettiŶg aŶǇ͟Ϳ. “iŶĐe theiƌ 
machismo has to be validated by others, and hinges on arbitrary actions rather than 
principles, the teens not only do not have a coherent notion of masculinity to aspire to, 
but also cannot autonomously define themselves. They are, in this latter respect, 
zombie-like. 
Unlike Deadgirl however, the teens actively decide to become monsters, and thus bear the 
responsibility forthat choice. Although the males are privileged with the power to choose, 
their immaturity means they fail to take responsibility for their actions, or envisage 
anything otheƌ thaŶ iŵŵediate ĐoŶseƋueŶĐes. ‘iĐkie͛s attitudes aƌe iŶdiĐatiǀe. He is 
interested in ͞soŵe kiŶd of ƌeǁaƌd͟ for finding Deadgirl, concentrating on his own 
immediate gain. He is ĐoŶĐeƌŶed that JT shot Deadgiƌl ͞ǁith [his] fuĐkiŶ͛ guŶ,͟ eǆpƌessiŶg 
his concern over being ďlaŵed foƌ heƌ ŵuƌdeƌ. He also ƌefuses to ͞touĐh heƌ͟ ďeĐause it is 
͞askiŶg foƌ tƌouďle,͟ thus considering only the repercussions for himself, not her suffering. 
Men wield power here, yet the result is that women suffer, and neither party fully 
understands why this is the case. 
Adolescence is not only a state of flux that brings out the worst in these individuals; it is 
also a point of vulnerability. As such it connotes the possibility of change. While they 
make ugly decisions, there is at least the prospect that the teens can make better 
choices. Indeed, since they seem to revert to stereotypical masculine behaviors 
(particularly aggression), if the discursive norms surrounding masculinity were amended, 
their behavior ǁould also tƌaŶsfoƌŵ. The iŶstaŶĐe iŶ ǁhiĐh ǁe ǁitŶess JT͛s deŵeaŶoƌ 
change from ǁhispeƌiŶg ͞look at ŵe͟ to Deadgiƌl, to ƌough thƌusting and posturing as he 
hears Wheeler appƌoaĐh ;͞Ǉou fuĐkiŶ͛ like that doŶ͛t Ǉou . . . zoŵďie ĐuŶt͟Ϳ is at oŶĐe a 
manifestation of the uŶspokeŶ pƌessuƌe ďetǁeeŶ ŵales to ďehaǀe ͞like a ŵaŶ,͟ ďut is 
also a fƌaĐtuƌe iŶ JT͛s overwrought performance. Masculinity is but a fac¸ade, better 
understood as mask-ulinty. The solitary plant growing in the desolate asylum basement 
does not just symbolize the fliĐkeƌ of ĐoŶsĐiousŶess iŶ the Deadgiƌl͛s appaƌeŶtlǇ eŵptǇ 
cadaver then: it also signals the possibility of starting anew. 
  
Conclusion: Unresolved Horror as Political Challenge 
Even if Deadgirl itself is unable to offer a solution to patriarchal dominance, its 
horror at least exposes gender relations as problematic. If it were not for the 
filŵ͛s ŶeĐƌophiliĐ overtones, Deadgiƌl ŵight fall pƌiǀǇ to Aǀiǀa Bƌiefel͛s 
assuŵptioŶ that the ͞geŶdeƌiŶg of . . . pain felt by monsters [in horror film] and 
the sadistic acts they subsequently commit provides an unfortunately reassuring 
staďilitǇ͟ ;ϮϬϬϱ, p. ϮϱͿ. IŶ Deadgiƌl, ŵasĐuliŶity is problematic rather than 
eŶjoǇaďle oƌ staďle. MasĐuliŶitǇ is the filŵ͛s pƌiŵaƌǇ site of hoƌƌoƌ. Since it is so 
explicitly biased towards subjugating its female zombie, Deadgirl demands that 
we pay attention to its negotiation of sexual inequality. The film is grueling to 
watch ďeĐause it is fouŶded oŶ the teƌƌoƌ of ƌape. Moƌeoǀeƌ, the Ŷaƌƌatiǀe͛s 
ending refuses closure: while Jen Webb and Sam Byrnand contend that the 
zombie-narrative usually ceases when ͞soŵethiŶg is ƌeĐoŶĐiled; the hoƌƌoƌ is put 
back iŶto the Đloset͟ ;ϮϬϬϴ, p. ϴϵͿ, Deadgiƌl Đloses ǁith ‘iĐkie ƌepliĐatiŶg JT͛s 
violent obsession, and the original Deadgirl roaming free. The horror explodes 
outward and is actively propagated, not resolved.
6
 The filŵ͛s disturbance thus 
serves as a call to action. It does not let the viewer rest easy knowing the terror is 
dissipated and under control. 
While Rickie abducting Joann is a bleak ĐoŶĐlusioŶ, ǁe should also Ŷote that JT͛s 
final ǁoƌds aƌe ͞I ĐaŶ feel heƌ iŶside ŵe.͟ Despite ďeiŶg the Ŷaƌƌatiǀe͛s ĐeŶtƌal 
advocate of rape, he becomes undead after Deadgirl bites him. In that sense, he 
learns what it is to be like her. She has iŶĐuƌƌed oŶ hiŵ ;is ͞iŶside͟ hiŵͿ paƌalleliŶg 
his violation of her body with her infection of his. The zombie-virus and rape make 
monsters of them both. This is the closest Deadgirl comes to gender equality, and 
even this is defined by carnage and sexual violation. The film may be repellent, but 
it at least seƌǀes to outƌage aŶd pƌoǀoke the ǀieǁeƌ. Its ͞peƌǀeƌse͟ aĐtioŶs 
challenge the passivity Ariel Levy refers to as having fostered a generation of 
post-feŵiŶist ͞Feŵale ChauǀiŶist Pigs͟ ;ϮϬϬϱͿ. The aĐceptability and ubiquity of 
 sexualized, misogynistic representations of women in popular culture has arisen 
out of passiǀitǇ iŶ LeǀǇ͛s ǀieǁ. That sileŶt Đƌisis is sǇŵďolized ǀia Deadgiƌl͛s 
inability to verbalize her suffering. 
AĐĐoƌdiŶg to Cƌeed, ͞the ŵoŶstƌous is pƌoduĐed at the ďoƌdeƌ ǁhiĐh sepaƌates 
those ǁho take up theiƌ pƌopeƌ geŶdeƌ positioŶs fƌoŵ those ǁho do Ŷot͟ ;Cƌeed 
1993, p. 11). While this confirms the pressures faced by the male teens in 
Deadgiƌl aŶd eǆplaiŶs theiƌ ghastlǇ ƌespoŶses, geŶdeƌ ŶoƌŵatiǀitǇ͛s staďilitǇ is 
thƌoǁŶ iŶto ƋuestioŶ ďǇ Deadgiƌl͛s presence. The gendered zombie is thus a 
powerful figure. As Shildrick observes, monsters do Ŷot just ͞thƌeateŶ to oǀeƌrun 
the ďouŶdaƌies of the pƌopeƌ . . . theǇ pƌoŵise to dissolǀe theŵ͟ ;“hildƌiĐk ϮϬϬϮ, 
p. 11). Analyses of gender representations in horror would benefit from 
addressing other examples of sexualized zombies in this light. 
The boundaries Shildrick refers to are founded on the apparent stability of binaries: 
in this case, of fantasy and reality, life and death, male and female. Those 
dichotomies are constructed illusions. Their stability is a fac¸ade sustained by 
reiteration. While our gender system might seem secure compared to the sexual 
atƌoĐities pƌeseŶted iŶ fiĐtioŶal hoƌƌoƌ Ŷaƌƌatiǀes, it is the geŶƌe͛s ǁilliŶgŶess to 
test the boundaries of fantasy/reality, of female/male, of life/death, of ab/normal 
that exposes the volatility of those elements. 
Horror itself bears comparison to necrophilia then, evoking the same kind of 
symbolic disƌuptioŶ DudleǇ ;ϭϵϵϵ, p. ϮϵϭͿ oďseƌǀes: ͞ŶeĐƌophilia is ofteŶ 
destructive, misogynist, oďsessiǀe, totalitaƌiaŶ. It is also ŶostalgiĐ,͟ Ǉet it is equally 
͞the displaĐed, uŶĐaŶŶǇ desiƌe to dig up the past and make it live again—to recover 
a trace of the lost other in order to fill the cultural and institutional gaps created by 
Ŷeǁ ideologies.͟ ‘epƌeseŶtatioŶs of seǆual ǀioleŶĐe fouŶd iŶ ƌeĐeŶt torture porn 
and neo-grindhouse horror films such as Run Bitch Run (2009) and Gutterballs 
;ϮϬϬϴͿ ŵaǇ haƌk ďaĐk to ϭ ϵϳϬs͛ eǆploitatioŶ ĐiŶeŵa, ďut theǇ aƌe not simply 
nostalgic. These images signify according to the context in which they are 
 decoded. Examining contemporary images that portray misogyny is vital if we are 
to understand not only the challenges feminism faces, but also how far we have 
come thanks to feminist interventions that have occurred between the 1 970s and 
the present, even if gender representations themselves are remarkably resistant 
to change. 
Like a zombie, patriarchal dominance should be of the past: it lingers, and may not 
be cognizant of the horror it evokes, yet it persists as an unwelcome and troubling 
presence. Contrary to MacCormaĐk͛s asseƌtioŶs that ͞zoŵďie filŵs fƌeƋueŶtlǇ 
disregard gender for ǀisĐeƌa;͟ aŶd that ͞the foĐus oŶ goƌe ŶeĐessaƌilǇ ĐhalleŶges 
reading gender through the flesh, because when the flesh is destroyed or 
ƌeoƌgaŶized these aspeĐts ďeĐoŵe aƌďitƌaƌǇ͟ (Maccormack 2008, p. 104), in films 
such as Deadgirlthe violence done to bodies is inextricable from social injustice and 
gendered flesh. Deadgirl certainly depicts violent heterosexual intercourse, and 
undoubtedly presents many more problems than it can possibly resolve. Such 
images may be easy to discount or disavow as misogynistic propaganda, but that 
perception only stresses how vital it is that we scrutinize and understand those 
representations. 
 
Notes 
1. The issue of gender and the use of feminist methodologies to interrogate the zombie 
have been concerned with the human characters present, ignoring the potential 
implications of zombie gender (see Barry Keith Grant 1996, pp. 200 –212; Harvey 
Greenberg 1993, p. 86; Kim Paffenroth 2006, pp. 59–66; Natasha Patterson 2008, pp. 
103–118; Tony Williams 1996, pp. 129–135). The lack of engagement with this issue in 
zombie studies is indicated by the absence of the terms 
͞
gender
͟
 and 
͞
feminism
͟
 in 
Glenn Kay
͛
s Zombie Movies: The Ultimate Guide (2008). 
2. Zombies are principally non-conscious animated entities. This has been the prevalent 
paradigm since Night of the Living Dead (1968). In the iconic series of sequels that 
 followed (Dawn of the Dead (1978), Day of the Dead (1985), Land of the Dead (2005), 
Diary of the Dead (2007) and Survival of the Dead (2009)), the zombie has evolved into 
consciousness. This trajectory has had a profound effect on the subgenre which has 
increasingly tended to lean towards sentient versions of the zombie since the 
mid-1980s. The issue of zombie-consciousness has also been raised in a branch of 
philosophy (epitomized by the work of Daniel C. Dennett (1998), John Heil (2003), 
Robert Kirk (2005) and Don Locke (1976)), which is concerned with what zombies reveal 
about human consciousness. 
3. By way of a useful comparison, Rosi Braidotti (2004, pp. 92, 95–97 and 107–110) 
disĐusses the Ŷatuƌe ͞teĐhŶophiliĐ aŶthƌopoŵoƌphisŵ͟ aŶd the autoŵatoŶ as eƌotiĐ 
object. 
4. FeŵiŶist iŶteƌǀeŶtioŶs haǀe ͞reinserted the body into history, bringing to light issues 
that had previously been considered too vulgar, trivial or risque
´
 to merit serious 
scholarly attention
͟
 (Schiebinger 2000, p. 1; italics mine), including women
͛
s 
͞
bodiliness,
͟
 and its associated iŶfeƌioƌitǇ to the ƌatioŶal ĐoŶĐeƌŶs of ͞ŵale͟ disĐouƌse. 
Indeed, the take-over is such that Horner and Keane suggest that 
͞
[i]n feminist literary 
and cultural criticism, 
͚the ďodǇ͛ Đƌops up ǁith suĐh ƌegulaƌitǇ that the oǀeƌpƌiǀileged 
͚ŵiŶd͛ seeŵs to haǀe had its daǇ͟ ;ϮϬϬϬ, p. ϭͿ. The suggestioŶ that ͞autoŶoŵǇ . . . 
synonymous in western culture with maturity, independence, and full subjecthood, 
but for males only
͟
 (Valerie Raoul 1992, p. 267) is the norm renders that segregation 
between mind and body a gendered division, placing it at the core of self-constitution. 
Many feminists have recognized this binary as evidence of patriarchal bias. 
5. While Jensen is interested in masculinity and 
͞ǁhat ŵeŶ ĐaŶ do͟ ;ϮϬϬϳ, p. ϭϴϭͿ, ‘oǇ F. 
Baumeister and Jean M. Twenge (2002) contend that women too are frequently 
responsible for propagating female oppression. 
6. The tendency to utilize bleak open-endings is typical of torture porn more generally. 
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